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FREDERICK MAY
“I  cannot praise a fug itive  and cloistered v ir tu e , unexercised  
and unbreathed, tha t never sallies ou t and sees her adver­
sary, bu t s links out of the  race w here tha t im m ortal 
garland is to  be run for, no t w ith o u t dust and  heat.”
— M IL T O N .
p E W  professors have m ade such a strong  im pression on the 
pub lic  w ith in  so short a tim e of th e ir  arrival in  A ustralia  as 
Professor Frederick  May. You can look th rough  a W ho’s W ho 
m  A ustralia  as recently as 1962 w ith o u t seeing a m ention  of 
him . In  fact he has only been here two and  a ha lf years. But 
already he is a fam iliar figure a t peace rallies w here his speeches 
have excited rem ark  for th e ir q u ie t fervor and  th e ir originality 
of th ough t and  expression.
At the h e igh t of the K nopfelm acher controversy a t Sydney 
U niversity he was the m an whose le tters in  the press an d  whose 
T V  appearances caught the pub lic  eye an d  ear as perhaps the 
leading op p o n en t in  academ ic circles of K nopfelm acher’s brand 
of ironclad  prejudices.
In  the book censorship controversy again  he has taken a 
central place in  the arena by the  passionate h a tred  of restriction 
in  any form  w hich stands ou t in  everything he says.
T o  see h im  jousting  on T V  w ith  a bevy of R om an  Catholics 
on this question— not a w hit discom m oded by the difficulty of 
saying tha t n o th in g  at all should  be suppressed at any tim e— 
was to  recognise th a t here  we have a b o rn  crusader, a m an who, 
like K arl M arx, finds it  his greatest joy in  life to struggle for a 
w orthy cause.
In  W h o ’s W ho he lists opposing censorship as one of his 
“recreations” !
N a tu ra lly  such a m an w ouldn’t w ait tw o and  a half years 
before tak ing  u p  a challenge to  his basic beliefs o r jo in in g  in  a
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battle  he found  going on n ear him . H e w ould hard ly  w ait two 
m inutes. N o t th a t he is a D on Q uixote  who rushes b lind ly  in to  
the fray w ithou t finding ou t first w hat it is all about. H e m ight 
have done th a t once, b u t has now  h ad  experience. T h e  peace 
struggle in  A ustralia  is n o t the first he has taken up .
W hen  I interview ed him  a t his room s in  the Ita lian  D ep art­
m ent a t Sydney U niversity (while H erb ert M cClintock drew 
him) my aim  was to find ou t w hat, basically, he though t, and 
what in  his past career had  led him  to th a t position.
My first question, as to w hether he followed any general trend  
or school of though t or w hether he considered him self a com ­
plete ind iv idualist, was the only one he seemed to have any 
trouble in  answering. B u t he said th a t a fter a discussion w ith 
his wife they had  bo th  w ritten  themselves dow n in  the recent 
census as hum anists.
B ut thev recognised th a t there was m uch still to a ttrac t them  
in C hristianity . T hey  have an  a ttachm en t to certain  forms of it 
and they re ta in  a strong ad m ira tion  fo r the Friends w ith  whom  
Professor May did some of his w artim e hospital service in  
England. H e was a conscientious objector, as was also his wife; 
when h er call-up came.
I t seemed th a t Professor M ay is still argu ing  w ith  him self 
about w hat he really is, o r  should  be. “I tend to be in d iv idua l­
istic,” he said. “I ask myself ‘Is pacifism practical? H ow  far 
is it selfish—self-indulgent?’ ” I t  should  no t be hard  to  reassure 
him  on  th a t po in t. T h e  m ilitan t fa ith  he professes has no t led 
him  to a life of ease b u t in to  m ore battles than  m ost academics 
would care to take on in  a lifetim e.
His affection for his o ld  church  is likely to rem ain  all his life 
because it was from  the church, or churchm en, th a t he derived 
his basic views on peace. H e was tra ined  for confirm ation by 
Archdeacon E. F. C arpenter, a “gentle rad ica l”, even a socialist, 
who was then  curate of H oly T r in ity  church, St. M arylebone.
I t was here, probably, th a t he reached the conviction tha t, 
as he says now, “a church founded  on the Im age of C hrist can­
not support w ar” .
"I can d ie for a cause, b u t I  canno t kill for it.” T h a t  was 
his stand  as a boy of 19 an d  th a t rem ains his position  today. 
W hen he was 19 the year was 1940. A L ondoner, such a deci­
sion taken a t th a t tim e d id  no t m ean th a t he avoided war. H e 
saw plen ty  of it. As an orderly  at M iddlesex H ospita l
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he had to  deal w ith  some of the worst casualties, m ilitary  and 
civilian, particu larly  w hen the flying bom bs cam e over. (T he 
bom bs were no  respecters of persons. Soldiers and  civilians, 
young and  old, people of all views were am ong those whose 
broken bodies O rderly May helped  to care for.)
H is h a tred  of w ar d id  no t da te  from  th a t experience, b u t the 
experience certain ly  strengthened it. Perhaps, too, some of his 
anti-w ar convictions are derived from  his fa ther who was buried  
alive, b u t n o t qu ite  killed, in  the  Somme b a ttle  of 50 years ago.
H is fa ther was a bu ild er’s laborer, a fact w hich goes far 
tow ards exp la in ing  Professor M ay’s m enta l m ake-up today. For
p a rt of the  hungry  th irties his fa th e r was ou t of w ork an d  the 
w hole fam ily depended  on the allow ance young Frederick was 
draw ing  to  help  h im  th rough  gram m ar school.
W hen o u tstand ing  school results showed th a t he m ust proceed 
to  university it was n a tu ra l th a t h e  shou ld  go to the famous 
Birkbeck College. (Dr. George Birkbeck, an  English physician, 
was p ioneer in  the  foundation  of classes for w orking m en in 
Glasgow and  L ondon. In  1823 he was the  m ain  founder of the 
L ondon M echanics’ In stitu te  of w hich he was president till 
his d eath  in  1841. H e bequeathed  i t  £3,700. L a te r it was 
renam ed  Birkbeck College an d  recognised as a school of the
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U niversity of L ondon for evening an d  part-tim e students, a 
m odel for sim ilar colleges all over B ritain .)
“I t  is a ru le  th a t students m ust study w hile m a in ta in in g  them ­
selves in  a jo b  w hile do ing  th e ir  course,” Professor M ay said. 
H e fulfilled this condition  by w orking  as a hosp ita l orderly  
often from  7 a.m. to 7 p.m . A t the  same tim e it is equally  
firm college trad ition  th a t its students do the  same syllabus as 
the rest of the university. Professor M ay com plied w ith  this 
ru le  also, w inn ing  the highest honors.
B rought u p  w ith  a fam ily of I ta lia n  opera singers, he has 
been bi-lingual since he  was th ree  years o ld  and  this also, of 
course, helped  determ ine his m ain  in terest a t school an d  u n i­
versity. I t  was n a tu ra l th a t a fter the  w ar he should  find h im ­
self in  Ita ly  as a  representative of B ritish  students’ organisations 
he lp ing  Ita lian  students reorganise th e ir  dem ocratic activity 
after the  long n igh t of fascism.
M ixing w ith  students of all po litical views he deepened his 
acquain tance w ith leftist views already m ade d u rin g  th e  student 
discussions of the  th irties in  L ondon  over the Spanish Civil W ar 
and  the L eft Book C lub  publications. Ita ly  is a country, says 
Professor M ay, where one can move am ong and  speak w ith  
com m unists as a m atte r of course. H e  is a great adm irer of the  
early I ta lia n  m arxist w rite r A n to n io  Gram sci and  reads M arx  
him self in  Ita lian , F rench  an d  English (b u t n o t in  the  orig inal 
G e rm a n ).
O f th e  o lder Ita lian  w riters Professor M ay has an  obvious 
lik ing fo r G iordano  B runo on w hom  he lectured  recently  to the 
R ationalis t Society in  Sydney. "A  rem arkable  m an ,” he  said.
H e keeps in  touch w ith  I ta lia n  developm ents today. T h e re  
was a file of a R om e daily  p ap er an d  a  local I ta lia n  language 
new spaper on his shelves. H e  has hopes of progressive develop­
m ents in  Ita lian  politics— a fu rth e r "open ing  to  the le ft”. “T h e re  
can be no going back from  the position  established by Jo h n  
X X III” said Professor M ay an d  w ent on  to ta lk  of th e  "rebel­
lious p riesthood” in  the sou th  an d  the w ork in  Sicily of D anilo  
Dolci.
H e  follows developm ents in  o th e r countries in c lud ing  the 
U.S.S.R. w here he is in  touch w ith  the m ain  libraries in  Moscow 
and L eningrad. H e m entioned  the upsurge in  s tuden t th ink ing  
there an d  in  Po land  and  Czechoslovakia as show ing "flexibility  
and  s treng th” in  Russian society.
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Professor M ay obviously adm ires m odern  youth; he also feels 
apologetic towards it: “We are responsible for the sort of world 
w e’ve given them .” Speaking as p a ren t of four sons as well as 
a teacher, Professor May said he  th o u g h t today’s young people 
h ad  an even stric ter m oral code th an  th e ir elders and  were 
“m ore honest about it.” T h e ir  independen t, non-servile a ttitu d e  
to the ir elders is som ething Professor M ay no t only praises bu t 
has practised in  his time. “My fa ther used to say tha t no man 
was w orthy of being called ‘sir’ ” he  said. A nd Professor May, 
w ithou t ever being rude, m anaged to get th rough  school and 
university w ithou t once using the w ord except as a form  of 
address to the presiding officer a t a m eeting.
W h at b ro u g h t such a m an to A ustralia, a scholar w ith  a wide 
rep u ta tio n  who m ight have had  the choice of appo in tm ents just 
as high in  o th e r parts of the world? O bviously it was the chance 
to tread  new  ground— to b u ild  u p  som ething new. “At Leeds
I had got as far as I could. I w anted  to develop practical dram a. 
D espite my being supported  by Professor G. W ilson Knight, 
Senate decided against the idea. I ’m  still a firm advocate of 
dram a as a university  subject.” (At Leeds he was Senior Lec­
tu rer and  head of the  Ita lian  D epartm ent.)
T h e  inv ita tio n  to  occupy the first C ha ir of Ita lian  a t Sydney 
had  proved irresistible. Already, in  only two years, results are 
showing in  the  form  of bigger classes in  Ita lian  and  m ore post­
g raduate  students, three of w hom  are now  studying in  Italy.
“A nd w hat do you th ink  of A ustralia?” T h is  was his chance, 
if h e ’d  felt like it, to say som ething polite , perhaps abou t the 
w eather o r the  beaches o r democracy. H e  d id n ’t say anything 
like tha t. M ental climates only are w hat in terest h im  and 
Professor M ay’s ou tstand ing  im pression was of A ustralia’s 
“childish censorship.” T his, h e  said was n o t ju s t a ttrib u tab le  
to “C an b erra” bu t was based on  a fundam enta l tren d  in  the 
com m unity, bo th  Pro testan t and  Catholic. H e w ouldn’t call it 
P u ritan ism  because the essence of P u ritan ism  was “a refusal 
to  see injustice done.”
A nd so we came at last to the  rea lity  of w hat I believe Profes­
sor M ay is— a P u ritan , a m an whose ancestors, as he to ld  us, 
were on the P arliam entary  side in  the civil war. H e  thrives on 
battle , despite his shyness. H e w on’t lightly  en te r a battle . But 
w hen he does, he w ill not lay aside the  broadsw ord u n til King 
C harles’ head  is well and  tru ly  off.
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A lthough  we have no m onarchy here, we have q u ite  a few 
royalists in  various realm s of academ ic and governm ental life. 
W e m ust hope Professor M ay stays here to help  deal w ith  them . 
W e may hope he meets some of o u r own bu ilders’ laborers, 
warms to o u r A ustralian sun an d  makes an  even closer acq u a in t­
ance w ith  the A ustralian character which, as he knows by now, 
is basically as hostile to restrictions on though t an d  expression 
as he him self is. W e can be sure he will no t be p u t off by 
Dr. K nopfelm acher and  the pro-censorship churchm en. In  
A ustralia he is no t on enem y territory . H e  is am ong friends.
A fter read ing  the foregoing, w ritten  for A LR  by W . A. W ood, 
the Editors felt moved to m ake a specific request to  Professor May 
to explain  precisely why he opposed censorship under all and any 
conditions. H e sent al.ong the following:
1 Everyone should have access to the  m aterial
2 H e should  judge for him self
3 H e cannot honestly abrogate this r ig h t/d u ty
4 If we accept censorship in  universities (either as in stitu tions 
o r individuals) we d isto rt the  transm ission of learning, tech­
niques, and  in tellectual p robity
5 Censorship prom otes expediency in  b ring ing  u p  ch ildren  
(both  in  the hom e and  a t school)
6  A good hom e and  school— w here all m ateria l is freely dis­
cussed— rids us of the need of censorship
7 T h ere  is no proof th a t m ateria l b an n ed  leads to crime
8 C om m ent th a t it does, comes only from  police and  m agistrates 
and  professional fundam entalists
9 I t requires an act of w ill to  take p a rt in  “pornography”
10 S hou ldn ’t we be free to jo in  in  or stay out?
11 T h e re  is no m an I tru st to  m ake this k ind  of decision for 
me— hence no belief in  censors
12 C ertainly, no qualities in  the censors— th a t— are w ould induce 
m e to forego my present views
13 Censorship retards n a tu ra l grow th of lite ra tu re
14 L ite ra tu re  tends to be ahead  of pub lic  opinion: it  needs 
to  be
15 W e (as a society) need the argum ents of the runners-ahead
16 W e need m ore discussion of “ taboo” subjects, no t less
17 Politicians m ake the final censorship decisions: W h at fits 
them  for this? N o th ing
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18 T hey  are, in  fact, qu ite  unfitted  fo r the  task— they read  too 
little , too seldom
19 T h e  h igher the po litic ian ’s rank , the  less in  touch he is
20 T h e re  is no  subject we m ay n o t discuss—W hy should there 
be?
21 C ensorship is an  aspect of the au th o rita r ian  personality
22 W e canno t consent to  yield to such pow er-gathering
23 O ften  the  appeal is to some su p ern a tu ra l au th o rity  for such 
in terference in  ou r lives
24 T h is  is as dangerous as the a ttitu d e  of the soothing politician, 
who, trad in g  on general apathy, offers his “subjects” expedi­
en t censorship
25 C ensorship goes w ith  a lack of tough  education
26 I t  goes w ith  m aking  lite ra tu re  an d  d ram a du ll by refusing 
to  look a t the a d u lt elem ents in  them
27 I t goes w ith  o u r p revailing  lack of ad u lt education
28 I t  goes w ith  o u r corrupting ly  low -standard p o p u la r en te r­
ta inm en t
29 I t  goes w ith  the cu rren t persuasion (politically  invaluable) 
th a t i t ’s b e tte r to  have m ore an d  m ore m ateria l things and 
less and  less m ental activity
30 I t  reinforces the absurd  A ustra lian  lingering  anti-intellec- 
tualism
31 ( I t’s absu rd  because m ore and  m ore working-class children 
are ready for university work, an d  m ust be given the chance 
to do it)
32 ( I t’s absurd  because m ore an d  m ore fam ilies have a relative 
already engaged in  h igher education)
33 I object to censorship because it d im inishes the individual. 
W hen  a m an  freely gives to ano ther, he  gains in  stature. 
Censorship, the a rb itrary  m u tila tio n  of the possible enrich­
m ent of his m ind, degrades him . W orse, for he  has his 
d ignity  still, it degrades u tte rly  the censor. Sick already, he 
becomes so ill as to be a social p roblem
Professor M ay added  this postscript:
“I t  has ju s t occurred to me (as a resu lt of w riting  the notes 
on  censorship) th a t one of my chief reasons in  m aking  transla­
tions (I’ve p u t over 50 Ita lian  works in to  English) is my 
opposition  to people’s being deprived of w hat I  see as belonging 
to  everyone.”
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